version (here labeled the "Deathbed Edition: 1891"). In a brief, engaging introduction, Hass ruminates on the "new kind of formal structure for poetry" that Whitman was after: "He wanted music . . . and he wanted something like the feel and realistic detail that was characteristic of journalism and the novel in his day, which was for him the idiom of the vivid present." That idiom is what fascinates Hass, himself a master of the range of diction and tonality that English affords, and so he finds "the richest and most surprising thing" about "Song of Myself" to be "its language": "Whitman draws his diction from every level of written and spoken language available to him-the speech of the streets-'the blab of the pave,' he calls it (an example of what I mean), the speech of the crafts, the languages of the professions, the vocabularies of science and technology and law and the pulpit."
Following the two versions of the poem, then, Hass-along with poet Paul Ebenkamp-offers a "lexicon" of Whitman's diction, a feast of definitions of the odd, surprising, sometimes arcane, sometimes original, sometimes bizarre words that appear in "Song of Myself." The lexicon traces what Hass calls "the raffishness and playfulness" of the poem's diction, examining "usages we didn't recognize and others that it simply never would have occurred to us to use." Consulting nineteenth-century editions of Webster's as well as the OED, the Dictionary of Americanisms, the Dictionary of American Regional English, and a number of scholarly books on Whitman, Hass and Ebenkamp have produced a tool that even seasoned students of Whitman will learn from and will have fun doing so. Part of the fun is in seeing which of Whitman's words jump out at Hass, as when he pauses at the line, "I fly the flight of the fluid and swallowing soul," and comments simply, "swallowing !!!" Or when he stops at "What burnt the gums of the redcoat at Saratoga when he surrendered his brigades," and notes: "burnt the gums ???" At other times, as with the brilliant discussion of the butcher boy's "shuffle and breakdown" as dancing techniques emerging from African-American culture, the definitions are expansive and revealing.
Hass concludes the book with a selection of additional Whitman poems, including the expected ones-"Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," "Out of the Cradle," and so on-but also some unexpected, very brief poems, like "A Farm Picture," "As Adam Early in the Morning," "The Runner," and "After the Supper and Talk." No Hass selection of Whitman would be complete, of course, without some attention to the Whitman of the brief, intense meditation, what Hass calls "his brilliant and surprising experiments in the short form," which, he says, "anticipate the imagist procedures of the young modernists who came a half century later," and some of which "have almost no antecedents in the lyric poetry that came before him." Hass's selection of Whitman now joins the group of my favorite "Selected Whitman" volumes chosen by prominent poets-for me, that group includes the selections by Langston Hughes, Robert Creeley, and Galway Kinnell. In each case, we are given insight into how one of Whitman's "poets to come" has talked back to him, not only by writing an illuminating introductory essay, but more importantly by revealing in which of Whitman's poems each poet has found particular power and inspiration. These selected volumes, then, are neglected resources for understanding a poet's peculiar and idiosyncratic aesthetics, as each shapes Whitman's work into a distinct body of poetry that generates his own. C. K. Williams's On Whitman is constructed as an extended meditation on Whitman and his work, though it contains within that meditation its own substantial anthology of Whitman's poems, because Williams quotes Whitman generously and at length throughout the book. There's probably a page of Whitman's poetry for every two or three pages of Williams's prose. Williams's commentary, at its best, serves as a revelatory glimpse into why he is drawn to each passage, what its particular thrill is. And "thrill" is the tone of this volume: Williams reveals, with searing poetic insight, how, "more than with any other poet's, Whitman's words sound as though they're being generated as they arrive on the page, spontaneously, with no premeditation, no plotting." Williams knows that this impression is a false one and in fact results from Whitman's incessant revision; the spontaneity comes not through spontaneous revelation but with a great deal of plotting and premeditation. But the result is electric: "I'm moved every time, by excitement and gratitude. Whenever I turn to the Leaves of Grass, the power of the poems is undiminished, the sense of wonder, of something like awe, of transport, not in the least lessened." Whitman's poems produce for Williams, again and again, "the same flood of constant surprise, of something almost like disbelief." Williams invites us to hop on as he takes us on an exhilarating ride through Whitman's poetry.
While Hass acknowledges the "music" of Whitman's poetry but dwells in the diction, Williams does the opposite, immersing himself in what he calls Whitman's "ever-refreshing, ever-renewing music." He wants to correct the misperception that Whitman is somehow prosaic, lacking a poetic ear: "commentators tend to neglect the brilliance of his ear for the smaller scales of language music, his stunning ability to put together completely unlikely and compelling combinations of words. Often he can be quite subtle in the intricacies of his music, moving through paired vowel patterns. . . . But often, too, more often, he devises dances of vowels that can vault the literal meanings of words into sound combinations that create meanings far beyond their utterance. Things like, 'the blab of the pave,' 'lacy jags,' 'flaunt of the sunshine I need not your bask.'" Coming upon such phrases, Hass glosses the words ("blab," he explains, is "Whitman's wonderful invention of the city street as a babbler"), but Williams just listens to the music, content to live with "those lines the precise meaning of which can only be guessed at." Williams grounds all his general pronouncements in the specifics of beautifully selected, extended passages of Whitman's poetry. From start to finish, though, it is Whitman's music that forms the intrigue: "When and how Whitman first heard his music is a mystery still, perhaps the mystery." So Williams illustrates "that surge of language sound, verse sound, that pulse, that swell, that sweep, which was to become his medium, his chariot-just to try to imagine him consciously devising it is almost as astounding as it must have been for him to discover it." He tracks the "stressy, surging pulses," "his wandering syntax, his phrase-determined rhetoric," that demonstrated to Whitman that "his perceptions were all new, and all his." While Hass admires the intensity of some of Whitman's later poems, Williams frets over the attenuation of this music in Whitman's postbellum work: "he all but untuned the original power
